Introduction
Prayer in relation to death and the departed has constituted a central element in the religious practice of Christianity since the early church. Typically, the saints would be counted upon as mediators between the praying Christians and God. However, earlier, ordinary Christians who had passed on were also included in the prayers. The boundary between saint and ordinary Christian was at times unclear (Brown 2000:43-45; Dal Santo 2011:129-130, 140-141; Heidemann 2011:188) . Nonetheless, as the Catholic Church almost entirely embraced Europe and its citizens during the medieval era, most of the dead ones prayed for or to would be either saints or ordinary Christians. Praying for departed non-Christians probably occurred at times, not least in geographical perimeters where the Christian faith coexisted with other faith systems.
In terms of organised praying for the dead (e.g. prayers in church settings or published in hymnals or church handbooks of various kinds), this practice has become more common in recent times. For instance, in countries with increased secularisation, non-Christians, after their death, have often been included in organised church prayers -often when their relatives have insisted that the one being buried be given a Christian burial although he or she was not a Christian.
1 Moreover, in the wake of increased plurality and religious intermingling, many Christians and churches worldwide have deviated from their own church tradition or included other traditions in their own. Hence, 'old' customs have given way to 'new' ones -including praying for, and communicating with, those who have died. 2 In the Evangelical Lutheran Church in Tanzania (ELCT), public prayers for the departed have generally been rare or unheard of. However, in the Tanzanian Lutheran Church organised praying for the dead has also increased. This trend is manifest in the development of the ELCT hymnal, which constitutes a key tool for the worship life of ELCT members. The hymnal has been produced in several versions. These versions have seen a progressive increase in the number of hymns. However, of significance to this article is the increase in liturgical material, special orders and prayers. For instance, the pre-WWI edition (c. 1914 ) of the hymnal Nyimbo za Kikristo [Christian Hymns] 3 consisted of hymns and a few liturgies. Later editions, such as 1.As a recent example, from England, Stephen Hawking was given a Christian funeral though he considered himself and was regarded as a stern atheist. See, for instance, Daily Mail, 30.3.2018. 2.For instance, many Lutheran churches worldwide have in recent times introduced elements from Catholic and Greek Orthodox settings, such as icons, increased use of the sign of the cross, pilgrimages and lighting of candles in the churches while praying for alive and departed friends and relatives.
3.The year of publication of the hymnal is not indicated but as can be seen from the discussion below, around 1914 is a reasonable guess. Though the ELCT, established in 1963, was not present at this time, this version was of importance because the ELCT adopted an edited version of Nyimbo za Kikristo [Christian Hymns] as its hymnal.
The aim of this article is to study the general and contextual issues related to prayers for the departed with a focus on the Evangelical Lutheran Church in Tanzania (ELCT). In 2012, the ELCT published a new hymnal, which included a number of prayers for those mourning their deceased friends and relatives, as well as prayers for the deceased individuals themselves. As a result of considerable criticism, this hymnal was replaced by a new edition in 2017, in which the prayers for the departed were omitted. The article further scrutinises the historical and theological aspects of praying for the departed in Lutheranism. It studies examples of prayers for the dead in Lutheran churches in two other countries, Finland and Sweden, and relates these to the situation in the ELCT.
Mwimbieni Bwana (1988) [Sing to the Lord] and Tumwabudu Mungu Wetu (2012) [Let Us Worship Our God], included an order of worship, prayers for special occasions, the creeds and so on. Some of the contents of the 2012 edition of the ELCT hymnal raised eyebrows among ELCT members, notably pages 607-612, containing special prayers for the departed. The critics questioned this as a deviation from Lutheran theology. The issues mouldered on for some time and finally erupted during the pastors' assembly held 24-29 September 2016 in the capital city of Dodoma. Some pastors asked why these prayers were in the hymnal. One bishop, who was a member of the committee that compiled the hymnal, gave some explanations. He pointed out that members of the committee had been divided as to whether or not the prayers should be included. Some had resisted and some had considered the prayers worthwhile incorporating in the book. When analysed, the bishop's explanation suggests that there were tensions even among the members of the committee that had inserted the prayers. Furthermore, in the bishop's conclusion of the matter, he pointed to the likely omission of the prayers from the hymnal in the future.
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In 2017, the ELCT printed a revised edition of the 2012 hymnal with the prayers omitted. The ambivalence reflected in the insertion of the prayers and their withdrawal shortly afterwards raises questions: What were the reasons behind the ELCT's decision to include the prayers in its hymnal in the first place? What is the Lutheran doctrinal position regarding prayer for the departed? What are the influences behind the disapproval of the prayers by ELCT members?
The aim of this article is to study the general and contextual issues related to prayers for the departed. The article scrutinises the historical and theological aspects of the phenomenon in early Lutheranism. It further studies examples of prayers for the dead in two Lutheran 'sister churches' in Finland and Sweden -from which missionaries have been dispatched to Tanzania since the 1940s -and it relates these examples to the current situation in the ELCT. The article does not intend to be prescriptive. Nor does it make any active attempts at solving the issue in the ELCT. Rather, it is an attempt at a passionate and sympathetic analysis of the situation in the ELCT regarding these prayers, and it is our hope to be able to provide some historical and theological insights that may be of help. The main sources consist of hymnals and worship books. Certain writings by Martin Luther and Philipp Melanchthon were also consulted. Finally, interviews were conducted with select theologians who possess valuable information about the recent hymnal development in Tanzania. 4.Nehemia Moshi participated in this meeting. The reflections above are based on his notes.
5.It has not been our intention to interview a great number of people with the aim of studying the church members' opinions about praying for the dead in the ELCT. This would demand a separate study. Rather we have restricted ourselves to a few select interviews in order to obtain specific information about the relation between the church members and prayers for the dead in the hymnals.
Historical development of the hymnal in the Evangelical Lutheran Church in Tanzania
Along with prayers, hymns play an important role in Christian circles. The singing of hymns is commonly regarded as praying, praising and proclaiming and, at least in Protestantism, the church hymnals -consisting of hymns, but often also of prayers and orders of service -have constituted an important tool in worship life since the late 17th and early 18th centuries.
The ELCT came into existence in 1963, following the merging of the seven Lutheran churches in Tanganyika. These churches were established by the efforts of different mission societies from Europe and the US (Smedjebacka 1973:309-310) . In the history of these seven churches, several hymnals have been used. These hymnbooks largely reflect the European and US founding churches and mission societies. (Menzel 1986:144 The development of the ELCT hymnal cannot be separated from the efforts made to form a unified Lutheran church in Tanganyika. In fact, it is hard to speak about unified Lutheranism in Tanganyika, in the strict sense of the term, before the latter half of the 1930s. The efforts for unity culminated in the founding of the Mission Church Federation 6.For instance, Gustav Menzel quotes a passage from the first printed hymnal of the Bethel Mission (1908), according to which this hymnal 'contains the pearls of our German hymns, next to the most beautiful of our spiritual folk songs'. See Menzel (1986:145) .
7.The introductory notes to the Nyimbo za Kikristo and the layout of the hymns bear much resemblance to the 1908 hymnal. Whether or not this has to do with the printers -Vuga Press, which was also located in Usambara -is beyond the coverage of this article.
8.Nyimbo za Kikristo (n.d.) -The fixing of the date is based on German missionary activity, which suffered turmoil with the onset of the First World War.
(MCF) in 1937 (Smedjebacka 1973:55 1988, 2000) .
In 2012, the ELCT issued a new hymnal entitled Tumwabudu Mungu Wetu [Let Us Worship Our God], which is our main concern in this article. In the preface, the rationale for adoption of a new title is clarified -the title considers the fact that the worship service includes, in addition to hymns, for instance, confession, recitation of the creed, Holy Communion and baptism. It can be argued that the title denotes the gravity that the liturgical material and prayers are given in this hymnal. This hymnal has 440 hymns. In addition to the material already found in the preceding hymnals, Tumwabudu Mungu Wetu has a number of prayer alternatives for different occasions (Kanisa la Kiinjili la Kilutheri Tanzania 2012).
The Evangelical Lutheran Church in Tanzania hymnal and praying for the departed
The development of the ELCT hymnal followed an augmentation pattern. The increase in the number of hymns from different traditions, as well as the prayers, liturgies and so on, aimed at addressing a need to enrich the worship life of the parishioners. It should, however, be noted that even with this development, no single hymn in the ELCT hymnal can be considered explicitly a prayer for the departed. The few hymns that may be considered prayers for the departed are actually prayers for those who are dying or constitute a farewell to the departed. The ELCT hymnal contains hymns from various backgrounds and traditions, especially from Europe, the US and Africa. A large proportion of the hymns are translations of the German originals. It is worth noting here that hymns that address the departing, or are a farewell to the departed, are of Western origin, mainly from Germany, Great Britain or the US. The ELCT hymnal has seen an increase in hymns of African origin. However, none of these hymns intercedes for the dead. Hymn number 201 reflects the same tone of farewell and encouragement in stanzas 2 and 3:
Jesus is a leader in the valley of death,
He has gone before you in the way of the grave and Paradise.
Jesus grant us to be where the conquerors are.
You are taken by the angels to the Lord.
You will be received by God's elect. These farewell words and wishes are also found in the funeral service liturgy in the hymnal. In one part of this liturgy, which addresses the departed, is a quotation from Psalms 121:8 (Kanisa la Kiinjili la Kilutheri Tanzania 2012:640), which reads: 'The Lord will watch over your coming and going both now and forever'. The hymns quoted above are translations from the German and British originals. In developing the hymnal, the ELCT seems to have subscribed to the traditions of the Lutheran missionaries, who did not introduce any prayers for the departed.
The hymns focus on the need to put trust and hope in the Lord, and they ask for the Lord's help for those with problems. Moreover, they signal a wish that the dead soul be taken to the Lord, but nonetheless they leave its destiny for the Lord to decide. In addition, the hymns adhere to a traditional view that when we die we 'go to sleep' and in due time 'shall arise in Jesus', as the hymn quoted previously indicates. This position and tradition was maintained when the ELCT incorporated hymns from African backgrounds. The African hymn composers have tended to respond to the expectation that the departed are not an object of prayer.
However, the question remains as to whether all or even a large proportion of the ELCT members subscribed to the position that it is un-Lutheran to pray for the departed. What if some sections of the church wanted hymns and prayers for their deceased beloved ones? These sections would then be left with only two alternatives. Either they would have to conduct such prayers secretly, and presumably grudgingly, or demand public conduction of such prayers because they too constitute a group of authentic members of the church.
The inclusion of prayers for the departed in the 2012 edition of its hymnal can be seen as an attempt to respond to the wishes of at least a part of its members. In an interview with Pastor Habakkuk Lwendo, who was a member of the ELCT hymnal committee, he alluded to the fact that some church members had actually been participating in prayers for the dead before the decision to include the prayers in the ELCT hymnal. The manner of their participation in these prayers varied. For instance, a bereaved clan might hold a traditional prayer for a dead relative, in which case participation would be demanded of every member of that clan or family. Lwendo also observed the fact that funerals and their associated practices, being collective events, resulted in the exposure of the ELCT members to something that was not part of their church tradition. In addition, funerals can reveal several traditional cultural practices, which may have been forgotten by some Lutherans. This exposure can thus have a twin effect on the people's underlying traditional culture and the surrounding denominations, such as the Roman Catholic Church (Habakkuk Lwendo [Tumaini University] pers. comm., 22 November 2017).
In an interview with ELCT, Pastor Seth Ole Sululu (21 November 2017), a church musician, pointed out a number of issues that have been considered to be push factors for the inclusion of the prayers. Some members of the ELCT requested or demanded the inclusion of prayers for the dead in the hymnal. This could be attributed to the exposure and practice of the prayers as explained above. Sululu also emphasised issues emanating from the ELCT hymnal itself (the present version as well as previous ones). Some members considered phrases like 'The Lord will watch over your coming and going both now and forever' not as a farewell to the departed during the funeral service but as talking to the dead. This, for some Lutherans, has opened avenues for inclusion of more prayers.
In response to the above, the ELCT structured seven prayer alternatives addressing the issue of the departed and included these in its hymnal. This is deemed to be the first time the ELCT embarked on such a venture. This alternative prayer has been considered the one that is most un-Lutheran. What has been questioned is that God, in the prayer, is asked to give the departed relative eternal life. Moreover, the 'safe journey to God' has been viewed as crypto-Catholic, having too much resemblance with the idea of purgatory -suggesting that the departed ones are 'lingering somewhere' and need to be brought to safety. 9 These reactions tally with notions in other conservative Lutheran circles, where it has been emphasised that we should pray 'for ourselves and for all other people, even for our enemies' but that we should not pray 'for the souls of the dead' (Lutheran Church Missouri Synod 1991:85). We may, however 'surrender them in prayer to God' (Gould 2016:50-51 ; Suomen evankelisluterilainen lähetyshiippakunta 2017:145).
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The rest of the prayers are milder and therefore considered more in line with remembrance -although many still do not regard them Lutheran. The prayers are presented in sequence below:
Great God, heavenly Father, our relative has left this life. We stand before you and the position our relative occupied is empty. We are filled with sorrow in our minds and hearts. But we depend on you knowing that we are in your fatherly care.
Father, you are greater than our sorrow, in you we have rest. We bring before you our past pains regarding our fear of death. We thank you for the years we spent with our relative and all that made him/her what he/she was amongst us.
9.This was pointed out by Elieshi Mungure (E. Mungure [LWF] pers. comm., 24
November 2017), but it was also pointed out by other theologians and lay members in several discussions after the publication of the hymnal in 2012.
10.This point -that we may surrender the souls of the deceased in prayer to God -is not to be found in the 1991 edition of An Explanation of the Small Catechism by the Missouri Synod, but in the Finnish translation of the Explanation this phrasing was added.
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May all the good things she/he did and stood for strengthen us. Help us to leave behind all that brought strife that it may not disturb and weaken our hearts and thoughts. In the midst of all that was tiring and inflicting pain, we thank you for all those who have been with us as we grieve the demise of our relative. Help us in our sorrow and in the plans ahead of us.
We lift our heart to you, Lord. Grant that your Son be our hope in life and death. Grant that we should always live under your guidance until heaven, where we shall, together with the elect praise our Saviour. Amen.
God our heavenly Father, as we leave the graveyard, life looks very different from the way it looks every day. Humanly, I cannot understand why things go this way on Earth. I find it difficult to understand fully, but I cannot avoid this situation. I need to learn that life on Earth is brief and has limits. For now, I need to be thankful even for that which goes against my thinking. Lord, I am part of that which does not endure on Earth. In this cemetery, help me to understand that life on Earth includes good health, sickness and death.
Jesus Christ, you came to the weak and doubtful. You have met fear and hopelessness. You conquered sin and death. By your resurrection, you have made the Earth a place where people can live and the church has the opportunity to thank you for the inexplicable gift of salvation. In you, life gets a new meaning and in faith I will transcend the limitations of time. That's when I, as a member of our church, will join the heavenly host to praise you.
O Lord, give me courage to attend worship services so that I may grow in faith. I thank you that though I am weak I can be your disciple doing your will in this world. This is the state in which I pray, being imperfect, but in faith. Amen.
Gracious Father, whose beloved Son Jesus, our Lord Christ, was resurrected, emerging conqueror over death and the grave, we thankfully remember your faithful people who depended on Christ, whose tears have gone by and their sorrow turned to joy; we humbly ask you to strengthen us in the certainty of the resurrection of the dead and the life in the world to come. In Jesus Christ our Lord. Amen.
Everlasting God, your love is more powerful than death and your suffering is greater than the grave. We celebrate the lives of those whom you have drawn into your bosom eternally. Guard us in their joyful fellowship till we join the saints from every tribe and nation in front of your throne in everlasting glory. For the sake of your Son, our Lord Jesus Christ. Amen.
We thank you, God, for your servants and witnesses in the past: for Abraham and Sarah, Moses and Miriam, Deborah and Gideon, Samuel and Hannah; for Mary, the mother of our Lord; for Mary Magdalene, Peter, Paul and for all apostles; for Stephen and Phoebe, and for the martyrs and all saints of all times and places. In your mercy, grant us, as you grant them, the hope of salvation and the promise of eternal life in Jesus Christ, our Saviour and Lord. Amen.
God, our heavenly Father, we owe you thanks for what has happened in the past. We thank you for your faithful people who in past generations stood for faith. Many gave their lives for the sake of the gospel. We thankfully remember today all those through whose strong faith in you, the Church still has strength for the good of the world.
We thus thank you, God Almighty, for all the saints. We ask that their good example inspire and awaken our hearts so that we According to Pastor Elieshi Mungure, a former member of the ELCT theology and ethics committee, these prayers are meant as guides (E. Mungure [LWF] pers. comm., 24 November 2017). The idea behind them was in reality the priesthood of all believers, to make tools for worship, including prayers, accessible to every Christian and not only to pastors. Sometimes there may be a situation where a layperson needs to say a prayer on a specific issue, especially at an incident of sudden death. Thus, indeed, as the explanatory notes on the prayers indicate, the prayers could be said by, for instance, a relative or hospital worker (Kanisa la Kiinjili la Kilutheri Tanzania 2012:607). These prayers, therefore, were intended to constitute an aid both to pastors and to congregants in general. This consideration may be of value in our analysis of the hymnal. At the same time -given the importance that the hymnals have had as doctrinal documents in Lutheranism -we can understand that the critics in the ELCT saw the prayers for the departed as an unwelcome addition implying a deviation from 'proper' Lutheranism.
These are the prayers that have raised concern in the ELCT in general, culminating in the issues raised in the Dodoma pastors' assembly. Considering that the gist of preparing a new version of the hymnal was to enrich this tool of worship for the ELCT members, it can be argued that the 2012 hymnal was expected to be at least as 'Lutheran' as the previous editions. Given the negative reactions that the inclusion of the prayers caused, there may be a need to consider the issue more critically. The following sections attempt to address the issue of Lutheranism and praying for the dead.
The Lutheran reformers and praying for the departed
Praying for Christians who have left this life is not uncommon in the history of the Christian church. Christians were known to have prayed for the souls of the departed from at least the 3rd century AD. While it is difficult to assert anything as regards individual prayers for friends and relatives who had died, we know more about the collective prayers. Hamilton (1916:204-205) believes that communal praying by Christians for the faithful departed may have started at the end of the 2nd century. Around 303 AD, writes Hamilton (1916:207-208) , we find the earliest reference to praying for the dead in an intercession in the ordinary worship. It should be noted that these early communal prayers were offered for the faithful departed and especially for martyrs, and not for departed ones in general (Hamilton 1916:204-205, 210 ). In the early intercession, the parish could, for instance, 'commemorate the holy martyrs, that we may be deemed worthy to be partakers of their contest' or 'pray for all those who have fallen asleep in their faith' (Hamilton 1916:210 While Luther rules out purgatory altogether, he asserts, at the same time, that everything is possible for God; thus, God could 'make the souls suffer after they have left [this] life' (Luther 1909 (Luther [1528 :508, transl. by Groop).
The reformers thus seem to show understanding for the old custom of praying for the dead. 'We know', writes Philipp Melanchthon (2004 Melanchthon ( [1531 ):
that the ancients speak of prayer for the dead, which we do not prohibit but we disapprove of the application ex opera operato of the Lord's supper on behalf of the dead. ( §94) It was a later custom of not only praying for the dead, or even to them, but offering them also Holy Communion, to which the reformers objected.
At the very centre of Luther's criticism of the Catholic Church was purgatory and, even more essential, the comprehension that the priests and ultimately the pope possessed the power to rescue people from this suffering. Those still alive were taught that that they could shorten their time in purgatory through monetary concessions to the church, for instance, through buying indulgences, after which the priest would make sure that the soul of the person took a shortcut through the burning fire. However, the Catholic priests could also help those who had already departed. This was done through a mass for the dead. Melanchthon (2004 Melanchthon ( [1531 ) writes thus about this mass:
Our adversaries have no testimonies and no command from Scripture for defending the application of the ceremony for liberating the souls of the dead, although from this they derive infinite revenue. Nor, indeed, is it a light sin to establish such services in the Church without the command of God and without the example of Scripture, and to apply to the dead the Lord's Supper, which was instituted for commemoration and preaching among the living [for the purpose of strengthening the faith of those who use the ceremony]. This is to violate the Second Commandment, by abusing God's name. ( §89) In this section, Melanchthon twice refers directly to the scriptures, and three times he indirectly does so by referring to God's command, to the institution of the Lord's Supper and to the second commandment. However, he also juxtaposes the Protestant 'insight' that the mass for the dead is theologically wrong against the fact that this mass was lucrative for the Catholic Church. According to Melanchthon (2004 Melanchthon ( [1531 ), the major problem was connected with the concept of salvation through faith:
For, in the first place, it is a dishonour to the Gospel to hold that a ceremony ex opera operato, without faith, is a sacrifice reconciling God, and making satisfaction for sins. It is horrible saying to ascribe as much to the work of a priest as to the death of Christ. Again, sin and death cannot be overcome unless by faith in Christ, as Paul teaches, Rom. 5, 1: 'Being justified by faith, we have peace with God, and therefore the punishment of purgatory cannot be overcome by the application of the work of another'. ( §89)
Here Melanchthon adds to his image the Catholic business idea of the exaltation of the services of priests. Mass, according to Melanchthon, is not a satisfaction, but a promise and sacrament that requires faith. It 'does not make satisfaction for guilt', writes Melanchthon (in §90), 'otherwise the Mass would be equal to the death of Christ. Neither can the remission of guilt be received in any other way than by faith'.
We should keep in mind that Melanchthon writes of mass for dead people who were baptised into the Catholic Church and not for 'pagans'. The pagans were beyond reach -at least humanly speaking. Luther's and Melanchthon's criticism was aimed at a highly institutionalised internal custom through which Christians hoped to be able to assist the souls of their deceased Christian friends and relatives. Melanchthon tactically positions the scriptures against '[Pope] Gregory [I] or the moderns', who, he emphasises, 'were men, and could err and be deceived'. However, more importantly, he asserts (in §95) that if the fathers were to be alive again and could see how their words were being understood, they would 'interpret themselves [their own dictums] far differently'. The Catholic Church had developed a theology on purgatory and services, which found little acceptance among the reformers, but the custom of praying for and to dead Christians and saints was met with at least some measure of understanding.
A comparison: Lutheran prayers for the departed in Finland and Sweden
While the focus in this article is on the ELCT and its hymnal(s), it may be of interest to also look at practices in Lutheran churches in other contexts. In this section, we will focus on Finland and Sweden, where the majority of the population are members of the Lutheran Church. There are several examples in the practice of Lutheran churches in the two Nordic countries, where the dead are specifically commemorated as the subject of prayers. In most examples, the departed one is merely being remembered and entrusted to the love and mercy of God. However, as we will see, there are also examples of prayers where the congregants address the issue of eternal life more actively and beg God to give their dead friend or relative eternal life.
In the Book of Worship in the Evangelical Lutheran Church of Finland there is a passage in one of the ordinary intercessory prayers where those who have died are being prayed for. One section of the prayer reads as follows:
We pray for those who experience life to be meaningless.
Remember those who suffer from loneliness and insecurity, all sick and those who are close to death.
We pray for our dear ones who have left this life.
We are looking forward to the day when we together with them and all saints shall be surrounded by the brilliant light of your face.
We leave ourselves and our whole world in your hands. In the regular Sunday service, there is also a passage where those who have recently been baptised and have passed away are mentioned by name. The age of those who have died is also stated. After this, and when the pastor has prayed together with the congregation for the mourning relatives and friends, there is a short break, often followed by organ music, and then the service continues. The purpose of this break raises questions. While the pastor does not pray for those who have died, it could be argued that the break offers a good opportunity not only to pray for the friends and relatives of the deceased one, but also for and to the deceased individual.
In the Evangelical Lutheran Church of Finland, the evening worship on All Saints Day takes this one step further. All the names of those parish members who have passed away since the last All Saints Day are read aloud. This commemoration is then followed by this intercessory prayer:
God our father. We thank you for the people we remember tonight. We thank you for our dear ones with whom we were allowed to share joy and sorrow. In their hearts, there was room for us. Also free us from our selfishness and instil love in our hearts through your holy spirit. Make us sensitive so that we see the needs of our fellow human beings. Comfort all those who are in deep sorrow.
We thank you for all those who in life and in death trusted you and prayed for us. Their example draws us closer to you and strengthens us in anticipation of eternal life. Help us also, like them, to hold onto the word and the holy sacraments that you share with us in your church. You remove our burdens and prepare the way for the arrival of your kingdom.
Strengthen us in faith in the power of resurrection. Help us remember that death cannot forever separate us from our loved ones. We trust in the fulfilled work of Christ and await with hope and joy the day when we will finally come home to your heavenly kingdom. Let us all once meet in the jubilant assembly before your throne and see you face to face. (Evangelisk-lutherska kyrkan i Finland 2000a:266, [transl. by Groop]) In the prayers for the funeral service and other devotions after someone's death there are in general two foci in the prayers. One is the handing over of the dead person to God and giving thanks for his or her life, and the second is praying for the relatives and friends who are mourning (Evangelisklutherska kyrkan i Finland 2000c:69-70, 75, 79-80, 234-235 [chime]
We pray for those who mourn, let them find comfort and rest in you.
Keep them in your love. It is noteworthy that the Church of Sweden, somewhat more than the Evangelical Lutheran Church of Finland, has prayers with a bright eternal life in mind or, put bluntly, prayers where the next of kin may feel that they can affect the outcome. In the Finnish Lutheran Book of Worship, the parish prays 'for our dear ones who left this life' and 'looks forward to' the day 'we shall be surrounded by the brilliant light of your face', not explicitly pointing at heaven but possibly at the day of judgement. In another prayer in the Lutheran Church in Finland, the parish 'believes' that the deceased person has been given eternal rest, and the parish asks God to 'receive him or her'. In the Church of Sweden, in the worship book of 1986, which was still used in 2018, there is a slightly more suggestive phrasing where those praying ask God to let his 'eternal light shine for' the one who has died. In another phrasing, the parish asks God to 'take him or her to [him] ' and to give the deceased one 'life of your life'. The new Swedish Lutheran Book of Worship has the most prayer alternatives and, furthermore, it opens up the possibility of affecting the afterlife of the deceased one through prayer. God is asked to 'take care of' the person who has died, he is asked to 'receive him or her into [his] peace', to 'give' the one who has died 'a joyous resurrection' and to let his 'eternal light shine' for the deceased (see preceding quotes).
It should be pointed out that the formulations mentioned do not necessarily imply that the ones praying wish to try to change the situation of the deceased but rather that they express trust in the mercy of God. Moreover, our intention is not to present any verdict regarding how Lutheran these variations are, but rather to demonstrate the fact that two old neighbouring Lutheran churches have interpreted Lutheran doctrines somewhat differently. Overall, these prayers for the dead are few and relatively little elaborated. Little attention is paid to details regarding the one who has passed away and his or her afterlife. This may tie in with the Lutheran conception that this is an adiaphoron and should not be given too much attention. The focus is almost entirely on God's grace, redemption through Christ and hope for eternal life, for both those Christians who are alive and those who have passed away.
The prayers: A white elephant to whom?
Let us return to the ELCT and make an attempt at a brief analysis of the ambivalence reflected in the inclusion of the prayers for the dead and the rather immediate call for their exclusion or editing. It should also be noted that, in addition to differences between ethnic groups, there are variations within ethnic groups in Tanzania. That is to say, resistance to prayers for the departed may be observed even -and maybe most vehemently -from a quarter that traditionally practises ancestral veneration and vice versa. Then again, we also have to consider the differences in Lutheran Christian traditions. As mentioned, the ELCT is the result of a merger of seven Lutheran churches in Tanzania. This has led to variations in some practices and inclinations, as reflected in the episcopal traditions within the ELCT, and may have a bearing on the resistance to or acceptance of the prayers. Adding to these factors is the modifying effect of the different denominations and the changing landscape of religiosity in Tanzania. There are stark differences regarding prayers for and to the departed, for instance, between Catholics and Pentecostals. In addition, the revival movements have had an effect on the different mainstream denominations, which may be difficult to disentangle.
The last but not least of the factors has to do with the wording of the prayers. The subheading for the prayers in the 2012 ELCT hymnal (Kanisa la Kiinjili la Kilutheri Tanzania 2012:607) alludes to remembrance of the departed. The title for the prayers in discussion reads: Sala ya Kumbukumbu kwa Wapendwa Waliotutangulia [Prayers of remembrance for our beloved departed]. Prayers of remembrance, in this context, may be considered a milder phrasing than (simply) prayers. The wording thus does not signal any possibility to change the situation of those departed who -or whose friends and relatives -are being remembered in prayer. While the title of the prayers points to remembrance, the wording of the actual prayers suggests otherwise, as indicated previously. The title and the contents are therefore at variance. Many theologians, such as Elieshi Mungure, indicated that the prayers -at least the first of the alternatives presented here -needed editing. However, instead of amending the prayers the ELCT issued a new hymnal where the prayers had been removed altogether.
The reformers' writings may surely offer useful tools to tackle this delicate matter. Moreover, traditions in other Lutheran churches may provide a necessary comparison. The reformers did not explicitly forbid praying for the deceased, and there are indeed other Lutheran churches where this custom exists. The interesting question is how far an individual Lutheran church 'can allow' itself to take the matter of praying for the departed, given that this issue can, at best, be regarded as an adiaphoron. Although the ELCT has to address its needs in its own context and cannot be forced to buy wholesale the practices of others, it can have points of reference such as the wordings of the reformers and traditions of sister churches. Nonetheless, for the ELCT to find a solution that is widely accepted, it will also have to consider its various contexts thoroughly, encourage open discussion on the matter and above all give the process enough time. Lastly, the ELCT will also have to remember that this is not the first time it has dealt with tension. It successfully handled the contentious issue of women's ordination and survived the dividing forces of the episcopal tradition. Unity does not necessitate homogeneity.
